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Abstract

The term chiliasm refers to the 1000 year era of abundant peace and prosperity
awaits planet earth which will be ushered in by Christ at his second coming. Belief in
chiliasm was common in the early church, although certainly not universally held.
Further, the view was held by some well recognized Christians writers, even as it was
opposed by others, both Christian and non-Christian alike. One of the major areas of
common ground held by proponents of chiliasm is a strongly literal hermeneutic. Their
opponents targeted these views as incredulous literalistic fantasies. The chiliasts
nevertheless taught that this era would be a time during which the saints would be

rewarded and nature would be restored after the destruction of the antichristat Chr i st * s
glorious return. Overall, ancient chiliastic views have some points of similarity with, but

are significantly less developed than modern pre-millennial positions.
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Introduction

In the modern information age, it is common to find people trying to make sense
of the many voices and opinions that so easily find expression and communication. There
would be no problem if these voices did not contradict each other! This problem is no
less true in the Christian world. Here also there are likewise many doctrines promoted by
well meaning believers who desire to advance the truth as they see it. Some try to validate
or invalidate beliefs by returning to the roots of the church and biblical interpretations of
those who were closest to the origins of Christianity. The assumption is that the closer
one gets to the origin, the purer the belief system must be. The hope is that an
understanding of the beliefs held early in the movement will help one arrive at the truth of
the matter.!

The same is no less true of eschatological views. There are many current opinions
as to what the future will hold: Amillennial, Post-Millennial, Pre-Millennial, Pre, Mid
and Post Tribulational. These positions contradict each other at many points. Will
rewinding two millennia of history to understand what the early church believed shed any
light on these matters? The purpose of this paper is to present an overview of the beliefs
of the Ante-Nicene Fathers on the subject of chiliasm. Other views which touch on
chiliasm will also be discussed. The intent is to provide a summary of some of the key
aspects of chiliastic beliefs held in the era from the death of the apostles to the Council of
Nicea in 325. Due to the space and time limitations of this paper, and in spite of the great
temptation to do so, no concerted effort will be mounted to compare the chiliastic beliefs

of the Fathers with modern pre-millennial beliefs.

1 This paper will make no attempt determine the truth of this presupposition.
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The Basis of Chiliasm

Chiliasm Defined

In discussing the subject of chiliasm, it is desirable to first establish what is

meant by the term. Ferguson suggests that it refers to

The hope, common to many religions, for a long period of God-given prosperity
and peace on this earth, to be enjoyed by believers before the final consummation

of history; also known as millenialism o
millenialism are derived from ailiag;ssi cal
Latinmille) , since religious | it erAagteur,e |aofktee ma

idealized ages, for a thousand years.2
The Oxford Dictionary of Theol ogy al so
with Millenarianism, which holds that Christ will return to earth to reign for one thousand
years before the establishment of the eternal state. It adds that the basis for the belief is a
literal interpretation of Revelation 20:1-5.3 It should be noted here that it is a
misconception to believe that chiliasm is based solely on a literal interpretation of

Revelation 204. This misconception is not uncommon>. Yet while Revelation 20 does

2 Everett Ferguson, Ed., Encyclopedia of Early Christianity (New York: Garland
Publishing, 1990), 193.

3F.L. Cross, Ed., The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian Church (London:
Oxford University Press, 1974), 275.

4 Sinclair Ferguson, New Dictionary of Theology (Downers Grove: Inter Varsity
Press, 1988), 428. T hi s mayowelsomethirrgttoehe t h at
book of Daniel and (othernema noni c al and especially apoca
source of the teaching is, however, the bo
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figure into the beliefs of the early church concerning chiliasm, the church fathers believed
that there was more of a scriptural basis for the belief than just Revelation 20. This will
become clear later as the early church writers reveal their thoughts on the matter.

To summarize then, chiliasm is essentially a synonym for millenialism, the belief
that Christ will return to earth and rule a literal kingdom for a one thousand years at some

future time.

Perspectives on Chiliasm

In the early centuries of the Christian church, chiliasm was a common but not
universally held belief. While some held and promoted it, others opposed it. Some of
those who held the view were heroes, and others who did were perceived as villains. This

has proven true through the ages of church history even to the present.¢

The Perspective of Proponents

Proponents of chiliasm had a high level of agreement concerning the basis for
their belief. In reading the fathers, there is are two clear tendencies that emerge as the
basis for faith in chiliasm.

The first tendency is the assumption of a parallel between the original creation of

the world in six days and the consummati on

5J.D. Douglas, Ed., The New International Dictionary of the Christian Church
(GrandRapids: Zondervan, 1974)

6The Oxford Dictionary of the Christian
sympathies toward Millenarianism. He wrote of the subject in his @bgervations on
the Prophesies of Daniel and the Apocalypse of St. Jphhlishedoosthumously in
1733. One the other hand, the Jehovahos Wi
by most Christians, has some common belief with the ancient millenarians.
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connectionbetween | i t eral days of the creation week
equating the creation day to one thousand years of earth history. This belief is evident in

the writings of Barnabas, Irenaeus, Hippolytus, Commodianus and Lactantius. The

following section will consider some of the details of what these men believed about the

|l ength of earth®"s history.

The second tendency that emerges as a basis for faith in chiliasm is that of literal
interpretation of scri pt urbdiefs willlbbmoe aspect
evident in the “Description of Chiliasm” s

In speaking of the ultimate fulfillment of the Sabbath, Barnabas (c.70-130)

writes in the Epistle that bears his name

Attend, my children, toHeda hfei mesamad gi tofi nt
This implieth that the Lord will finish all things in six thousand years, for a day is

with him a thousand years..in six days, t
be finished.”

Following these statements, Barnabasse e ms t o be saying that the

or one thousand year period wil/ be a ti me
coming [agai n] , Shal/l destroy the time o
sevent h day .mpliedithat this ®venth day \sas aldy of rest on earth,

although he does mention cosmic changes (renovation?) to precede this time of rest.

Irenaeus, writing about 180, believed that

In as many days as the world was made, in so many thousand years will it be
concluded..For the day of the Lord is as
things were completed: it is evident, therefore, that they will come to an end at the

six thousand year.8

7 Ante-Nicene Fathers, Epistle of Barnabas. Vol.1, 146.

8 Ibid., Irenaeus Agairideresies. Vol.1, 557.



He goes on to describe the events that should occur at the end of the six thousand years,
especially the advent of the antichrist.

Hippolytus, who wrote about 205, asserted in the context of a discussion on the
book of Daniel that “the Sabbath is the ty
saints, when they will reign with Christ, when he comes from heaven, as John says in his
apocaPkhpsal 8o asserts the common “one day |
apparently derived from 2 Peter 3:8.

Commodianus, writinginappr oxi mately 240,beexpected
i mmortal when t he 6000M8modiaauaunderstoadtrat6®® mpl et e d
years were to elapse from the creation of Adam to the consummation of world history.
The ultimate culmination of world history was to be the glorification of the righteous.

Lactantius composed his Divine Institutes from 304 to 313, a seven volume
set.11 In discussing the fact that Christians have, by reason of the Holy scriptures, the

knowledge of both the beginning and end of history he writes

Therefore let the philosophers, who enumerate thousands of ages from the
beginning of the world, know that the six-thousandth year is not yet completed, and
that when this number is completed, the consummation must take place, and the
condition of human affairs will be remodeled for the better...Therefore, since all the
works of God were completed in six days, the world must continue in its present
state through six ages, that is, six thousand years. For the great day of God is

limited by a circle of a thousand years, as the prophet shows, who says, , I n
Sight, O Lord, a thousand years are as o0
finished his works..at the end of the six

9 Ante-Nicene Fathers, Fragments from Commentaries. Vol.5, 179.

10 1bid., The Instructions of Commodianus. Vol.4, 209.

117 . Comfort and P. Comfort, Eds. Whoos

11 .: Tyndale Howsd alPubluishers, 1992) AL
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abolished from the earth, and righteousness reign for a thousand years. And there
must be tranquility and rest from the labors it now has long endured. 12

This statement by Lactantius is significant in that he not only discerns a seven
thousand year history of the earth, but gives Psalm 90 as the scriptural basis for the belief.
The question is whether Moses intended Psalm 90 verse 4 to be understood in this way.
The quotes of these fathers concerning the
closer to a New Testament passage, 2 Peter 3:8. For this scripture, there is indeed both an
origins context and an eschatological context. So, although Lactantius is almost certainly
referring to Psalm 90, it is more likely that the more common referent among those who
held the day/millennium position was 2 Peter 3:8.13
The review above shows that these teachers of the church believed in a fixed
period of time allotted for the earth®s hi
seven thousand years long. For others, it is uncertain which of these they preferred. Also
uncertain is the exact nature what would follow the initial period of six thousand years.
What is important at the present moment is to recognize that they all held to belief that
the history of the world parallels the six day creation of the earth.
While it is appears that a number of the church fathers held the day/millennium
view, they likewise acknowledged that theirs was not the only view.14 In one place,
writing of Isaiah"s c¢classic description of

Irenaeus acknowledges “t hat some persons endeavor to |

12 Ante-Nicene Fathers, The Divine Institutes. Vol.7, 211.

13 Someone might then ask whether Peter was thinking of Psalm 90 when he
wrote chapter 3 verse 8. In light of his exhortation to his readers to live worthy lives in
light of eternal reaties, and the thrust of Psalm 90, an affirmative answer is reasonable.

14 Many other references to the idea can be found, but not all are clearly speaking
of an application to chiliasm. Therefore, only those which are beyond dispute have been
mentioned.
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savage men, both of different nations and various habits, who come to believe, and when

they have believed, act in harmony with th:

allegory does hold, the prophecy will nevertheless also be fulfilled literally in the age to

cC ome. Il renaeus continues, pressing his arg

truly.raises up man, and not allegorically

section Irenaeus emphasizes the point that these conditions will be fulfilled literally,

regardl ess of any apparent accltdental “ful
It is this point of literal versus allegorical interpretation that led to disputes

between the proponents of chiliasm and those who opposed them.

The Perspective of Opponents

As is seen in the example of Irenaeus, the early church champions of chiliasm
readily admitted that their view was not held by all. First, there were some within the
church who did not hold the view, and some of these were clearly antagonistic to it.
Second, some without allegiance to the church ridiculed Christians for holding such an

outlandish view.

Critics Inside the Church

One example, and probably the best example of a Christian who opposed
chiliasm was Origen. His writing is extremely valuable in that it describes the belief of
those who held it in his day even while he criticized it. In lengthy discourse, he berates

those Christians who

refusing the labor of thinking, and adopting a superficial view of the letter of the
law, and yielding rather in some measure to the indulgence of their own desires and

15 Ante-Nicene Fathers, Against Heresies. Vol.1, 563.
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lusts, being disciples of the letter alone, are of (the) opinion that the fulfillment of
the promises of the future are to be looked for in bodily pleasure and luxury; and
therefore they especially desire to have again, after the resurrection, such bodily
structures as may never be without the p
themselves that the earthly city of Jerusalem is to be rebuilt, its foundations laid in
precious stones..Moreover they think that
given them as the ministers of their ple
establish on the authority of the prophets by those promises which are written
regarding Jerusal em..and many other scrip
the meaning of which they do not perceive is to be taken figuratively...16

These statements by Origen are important on at least two counts. The first has already

been mentioned, in that he describes the view that he opposes. One might question

whet her Origen®"s presentation of it might
objection. Neverthel ess, t hfathigpesseotiallyr e Or i ge
accurate: belief in a |iteral ki ngdom with

blessing. These are to be the natural result of the removal of the curse pronounced by God

upon the earth i n thHtmeefanivesal @storatiortthatiGed t her ef o
announced | ong ago t hr ou @itsedorid,andimostl v pr ophe
importantly, Origen states the basis for the view held, i.e. the literal interpretation of
scripture, especiallyehthegargrogni $esuwali e
Origen believes that these “scriptural il
Origen, the foundation of the debate is how scripture is to be interpreted. It is as if Origen

believed that to take the descriptions of idyllic conditions literally was to demean them.

This Iis a seemingly Gnostic perspective th

pronouncements in Genesis 1:31, that in al

16 James Donaldson and Alexander Roberts,, EAgte-Nicene Fathers
(Peabody: Hendrickson, 1994), Vol.4, 297.
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good. ” | thatafte thedatl, thexgroendiwas cursed, but part of the point of

chiliasm is that the curse is lifted with the presence of Messiah.

Critics Outside the Church

Criticism of chiliastic beliefs did not stop within the church. There were also
those outside the church who opposed the view. An example of this is seen in Justin
Ma r t Dialofus with Trypho. Trypho was a Jewish opponent of Christianity, and in
his arguments against it he seized upon the incredulity of chiliasm, among other things.
The dialogue proceeds as Trypho commends Justin and the Christians for their adherence
to scripture.

Trypho: “.do you really admit that thi
you expect your people to be gathered together, and made joyful with Christ, the
patriarchs, and the prophets-both men of the nation, and other proselytes who
joined them before your Christ came?”

Justin: “ .01 admitted to you formerly,
opinion, and [believe] that such will take place. Of this you assuredly are aware. On
the other hand, I signified to you that many who belong to the pure and pious faith,
and are true Chrilstians, think otherwise

In the Dialogue, Justin goes on to support this view based on observations from
Isa.65 and referencestotheapost |l e John"s writdi22).flealso( cl ear |y
states that believers would enjoy the kingdom for one thousand years, but after this would
come the resurrection and judgement of all men. Justin is clearly taking Revelation at face

value, that is, literally in this argument.

17 Ante-Nicene Fathers, Dialogue with Trypho. Vol.1, 239.



13
A Summary of Criticism Against Chiliasm

For critics of chiliasm, both inside and outside he church, their objection lies in
taking scripture literally. The issue is not what scripture says. That is plain enough to

both sides. The issue is what scripture means by what it says.
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A Description of Chiliasm
It has been shown that belief in chiliasm was present in the Ante-Nicene church.
There were some who promoted it, and others who denied it. This section will present a
description of this one thousand year kingdom of Christ as its proponents understood and

explained it.

Chiliasm a Time of Reward

Several of the fathers understood that the chiliastic kingdom was to be a time of
reward for the saints. In at least one case,thevar i ous “cl asses” of

enumerated.

I n dialogue Justin®“s Dialogue with Tryp

accusatory fashion, saying “ ..you expect your people to be gathered together, and made
joyful with Christ, the patriarchs, and the prophets-both men of the nation, and other
proselytes who joined them before your Christ came?”18 This statement is significant in
that it summarizes accepted (but not universal) beliefs of Christians of that day. In it we
find that church age believers (who are mostly Gentiles) are joined with together with the
patriarchs, prophets, proselytes and the believing people Israel in a kingdom of joy with
Christ.

Tertullian wrote that “After its
completed the resurrection of the saints, who rise sooner or later according to their

deserts), there will follow the destr

18 Ante-Nicene Fathers, Dialogueitiw Trypho. Vol.1, 239.

t hous:

ucti o
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glorification and the eternal state.1® Here Tertullian speaks of the resurrection of saints
tied to tt’heoirr rdeensaerrds .
Irenaeus spoke of hundred fold rewards to be enjoyed during the kingdom to
occur on the seventh “ d®&aWhéseareconsideredtdbhae Sabba
reimbursement to the saints for their righteous deeds in the name of God. In reading

Irenaeus at this point, one may be reminded of Christ* s s aReterng t o

Verily | say unto you, That ye which have followed me, in the regeneration when
the Son of man shall sit in the throne of his glory, ye also shall sit upon twelve
thrones, judging the twelve tribes of Israel. “’And every one that hath forsaken
houses, or brethren, or sisters, or father, or mother, or wife, or children, or lands, for
my n a me Shal resei@elarehundredfold, and shall inherit everlasting life.
(Matthew 19:28-29, italics mine)

Chiliasm a Restoration of Nature
Again Irenaeus speaks of the conditions during the earthly kingdom, writing that
as the elders who saw John, the disciple of the Lord, related that they had heard

from him how the Lord used to teach in regard to these times, and say: The days
will come in which vines shall grow, each having ten thousand branches, and in

each branch ten thousand twigs, and in e
manner [the Lord declared] that a grain of wheat would produce ten thousand
ears..and that all animals feeding [only]

those days] become peaceful and harmonious among each other, and be in perfect
subjection to man.21

19 David W. Bercott, Ed. A Dictionary of Early Christian Beliefs. (Peabody:
Hendrickson Publishers, 1998), 237.

20 Ante-Nicene Fathers, Irenaeus Against Heresies. Vol.1, 562.

21 Ante-Nicene Fathers, Irenaeus Against Heresies. Vol3, 56
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It is perhaps to the description here or something like it that Origen objected to. Certainly,
in such an environment there would be ample opportunity to indulge the flesh for those so

inclined. But that is not I renaeus emphas

future restoration, and not promoting an orgy of self indulgence.

The Chronos of Chiliasm

In reading the fathers, it is seen that they perceived a recognizable timetable
which would with certainty lead to the establishment of the kingdom on earth. They
clearly saw a chronological relationship of certain events to its arrival while

acknowledging that it is impossible to know the exact time in advance of these events.

Precursors to Chiliasm

Certain precursors to chiliasm were expected by the fathers based on their
understanding of the scriptures. The most commonly occurring references of this sort are

to the Roman empire and to antichrist.

The Role of Rome

Lactantius and Tertullian clearly saw Rome as playing a role with respect to the
kingdom in that it would not stand against the kingdom of God. It was only a placeholder
until the advent of Christ. Even so, Christians were obligated to function as obedient
citizens of the empire as long as they were not required to disobey God.

Lactantius expected that in his day, not 200 years remained before the completion
of the six thousand years before the kingdom. He felt no fear of its completion of these

Six thousand years while the city of Rome
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that stil |l <2uHerehetientsh ealflaltlhionfgs“.t”"fhe capit al
end ..(of) the whole worl d..
Lactantius also speaks of the inevitabl

is nothing built by human strength that <ca
This is perhaps a reference to Daniel 2 and 7, which teach that all human kingdoms shall
be destroyed when the kingdom of God comes.23 Other statements in the context make it
possible that he was thinking of these passages when he wrote.
Tertullian writes that Christians ought to desire the welfare of Caesar and his
empire, in that it shall stand for as long as the world. The city of Rome will likewise
continue as long.24 This statement is given in the context of defending Christians against
disloyalty to Caesar and the Roman empire, not in regard to the chiliastic kingdom. It is

nevertheless reminiscentof Ter t ul | i an® s s whar¢ he mlEevedResmee | s e wh e

was the last empire to fall before the new Messianic order would be established.

Anti Christ

Clearly, the greatest amount of discussion by the fathers in relation to chiliasm
concerned the antichrist. The following section cites some of the key statements in
relation to a literal antichrist, most of which refer to his appearance immediately

preceding the inauguration of the kingdom.

22 Ante-Nicene Fathers, The Divine Institutes. Vol.7, 220.
23 |bid., 212.

24 Ante-Nicene Fathers, To Scapula. Vol.3, 105.
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|l renaeus believed that the number of th
up of the whole of that apostasy that has
saying that the “summi nag climgtic events of reballiofi i | | me n
against God. The idea is that Antichrist is the very epitome and embodiment of human
and demonic rebellion against the |iving G
antichrist has devastated everything in this world, he will reign for 3 years and 6 months,
and sit in the temple at Jerusalem. And then the Lord will come from heaven in the
clouds.” So Irenaeus expected Christ to in
to establish his kingdom. Cyprian also wrote of the end predicted by the Lord and the
apostles. Antichrist draws ever nearer, with evil and adversity on the increase.2>

Hippolytus wrote a lengthy section dealing with the rise, rule and worship of the
antichrist. He ment i onbrefereficé tthJews Dwompther si on”
Antichrist grants favors in order to ingratiate their worship.26 In another and unrelated
portion of his writing, Hippolytus paraphrases Daniel 9:26-27, and describes the
circumstances of the 70" week of Daniel where the two witnesses appear. These
witnesses, Elijah and Enoch, appear in the midst of a time during which the abomination
of desolation will be set up by the antichrist2? The cessation of antichr
shall be, accor di n gofouoLortHapdSaviorlJegus Ghrsst front he com

heaven, for whom we® have | ooked in hope..

25 David W. Bercott, Ed. A Dictionary of Early Christian Beliefs. (Peabody:
Hendrickson Publishers, 1998), 392.

26 Ante-Nicene Fathey, Treatise on Christ and Antichrist. Vol.5, 215.
27 |bid., Fragments from Commentaries. Vol.5, 182.

28 |pid., Treatise on Christ and Antichrist. Vol.5, 218.
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Commodianus believed that Nero would be raised from Hades as antichrist, and
would succeed Elijah in the final 3andone-h al f year s of the | ast S
Almighty Chr i st d e2sVWhderihdemphasieof theipassageidtlec t 7 .
tribulation of the antichrist and the righteous judgement Christ at his return, he does hint
at a one thousand year interval before the final judgement. It is possible that
Commodianus understands descent of the heavenly Jerusalem to earth in this last one
thousand year period, but this is not clear. Also, he does not reveal why he might have
expected a reincarnated Nero to be the antichrist. Likely he considered Nero the most
fiendish of all Roman emperors.

Even Origen gets into the debate concer
the antichrist, Origen states that the rea
what is written of him in the Book of Daniel, nor in the writings of Paul, nor what the
Savior has predicted in the Gospels about
evidence for antichrist, quoting2 Thess. 2:1-1 2 ( “ showi ng hi msel f t ha
Dani el 11: 31 (“Ande oab drhien & teingprd eofwid ds dlea tti
understood from 2 Thess.2 that the antichrist would be destroyed by Christ at his
coming3®Though Origen makes no mention here of
destroy antichrist, it is evident that even Origen was not averse to sometimes interpreting

prophecy literally.

29 |bid., The Instructions of Commodianus. Vol.4, 211.

30 |bid., Origen Against Celsus. Vol.4, 5834
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From the forgoing discussion, it is clear that some of the fathers understood the
reign of antichrist to immediately precede the second coming of Jesus Christ to earth.31
Less clear is the whether they expected an earthly kingdom to be established by Christ at
his coming. Though some of the fathers previously mentioned have been shown to hold
this, with others the emphasis is on judgment of the wicked. In light of literal
interpretation of Revelation and Daniel as it relates to antichrist, the two witnesses, etc., it
seems that their tendency is toward literal fulfillment of the kingdom. Further study on

this subject is needed.

The End of Chiliasm

As is implied by the definition of Chiliasm stated earlier, the fathers understood
that chiliasm had an end in time. Justin w
dwell a thousand years in Jerusalem. After that the general (and in short, the eternal)
resurrection and judgement of all men will like | 'y t a R2elustip stranglyeimpties a

two phase resurrection. The first was for the righteous, in order that they may enjoy the

31 Much more evidence for this could be cited. For example:

Lactantius, Vol.7, 215 Describes the exploits of the antichrist as performing
signs and wonders (which lead to his worship), persecution of the righteous, the greatest
of tribulation (such as lsanever been), decreeing the identifying mark, etc. for 42 months.
AThe righteous and foll owers of the truthé
and send from heaven a great king to rescue and free them. And he will destroy the
wi ckedéo

Cyprian,Vol5, 349 fAThe antichrist iIs coming.
also. 0 No mention by Cyprian of millennium
enduring suffering for Christds sake.

32 David W. Bercott, Ed. A Dictionary of Early Christian Beliefs. (PaBbo
Hendrickson Publishers, 1998), 560.
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blessings of the kingdom. The second was for the wicked, for the purpose of eternal
judgement.

Tertullian writesofthed esi re of Chri stians for gl or
the garment of the flesh.” He asserts tha
coming of Christ. This translation is to occur at or about the time of the Antichrist.

Tertullian sees this doctrine taught in the Thessalonian epistles. Tertullian also believed
that Satan would be the first to be confined to the pit, after which the resurrection of the
righteous was to take place. Universal resurrection to judgment is to follow.33

Commodianus believed that after six thousand years have been completed, some
will live again on the earth for 1000 years, after which the wicked are punished in fire.34
Similarly, Lactantius, wrote that preceding the thousand years shall come what from his
descripton sounds much | i ke John"s apocalypse,
After the thousand years will come the loosing of Satan and final judgment.3>

To summarize, the authors cited offer a clear consensus as to what would happen
at the end of chiliasm: a final resurrection of the wicked which was to result in
judgement. Believers were not included in this judgement, having already been

resurrected prior to the kingdom that they might have their place in it.

Jerusalem and Chiliasm

Jerusalem also has a place in the beliefs of some of the fathers about chiliasm.

33|bid., 238.
34 Ante-Nicene Fathers, The Instructions of Commodianus. Vol.4, 218.

35 Ante-Nicene Fathers, The Divine Institutes, Vol.7, 221.
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Several of the church fathers held that Jerusalem was to play a prominent role in the
earthly kingdom. It has already been shown that Justin, in Dialogue with Trypho, said of

Johntheapostetthat he had prophesi ed t hose who be
t housand vy e a## dthasbaen siméarlyusisoanl that @rigén understood
chiliasts of his day to teach this.
Irenaeus was another chiliast who beheld the future of Jerusalem with

anticipation. He expected that during the kingdom, the earth will be restored (to its
original, pre-fall state?) by Christ, and Jerusalem will be rebuilt in accordance with the
heavenly Jerusalem.37 In this section of his writing Irenaeus is very clearly dependent on
a literal interpretation of both Isaiah and Revelation.38

Tertullian also saw a relationship of Jerusalem to the kingdom. In Against
Marcion, Ter tul l i an wrote that foll owi-ng the t

built city of Jerusale m” out of heaven. He understood sc

and John had a vision of this city.39

36 David W. Bercott, Ed. A Dictionary of Early Christian Beliefs. (Peabody:
Hendrickson Publishers, 1998), 565.

37see David W. Bercott, Ed. A Dictionary of Early Christian Beliefs. (Peabody:
Hendrickson Publishers, 1998), 3888. Again, Origen disagreed. He asserted that
predictions concerning Jerusalem were to understood betneenly city (i.e., heaven in
the eternal state) and not taken as | itera
of the promises recorded in the prophetgpecially those of Isaiahs though we were to
look for their fulfillment in connectiomvith Jerusalem on earth. For this is fitting only for
old wives or Jews. o0

38 Ante-Nicene Fathers, Against Heresies. Vol.1, 566.

39bid., Against Marcion. Vol.3, 342.
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Conclusion

When reading the works of the Ante-Nicene fathers, it is clear that some of them
believed in a literal kingdom on earth to be established by Jesus Christ at his return. They
expected this kingdom to endure for at least one thousand years.

Many of the fathers expressed ideas that the modern reader would recognize as
similar to modern ideas concerning the millennium. However, it is just as clear that their
ideas were not developed systematically as millennial beliefs are today. Those who were
closest to doing this were probably Tertullian and Irenaeus, but they were still very far
from modern formulations of premillennialism.

Probably the most important thing that can be said about this overview of early
church chiliasm concerns the issue of hermeneutics. It is clear that these men were at least
attempting to deal with scripture in a literal fashion. Origen comes to our aid in pointing
this out! That they observed tribulation, antichrist, a rebuilt Jerusalem and other related
ideas demonstrates that they were seeing the same types of things that modern pre-
millennialists do today.

One should not conclude, however, that the chiliastic views of the Ante-Nicene
fathers are synonymous with modern premillennial and especially dispensational views.

There are some similarities and many differences.40

40 Alan P. Boyd, A Dispensational Premillennial Analysis of the Eschatology of
the PostApostolic Fathers (Until the Death of Justin Martyr). (Dallas: Dallas Seminary
Press, 1977) . Boyd goes to great | engths
statement about premillennialism being the historic faith of the church in hisTiheok
Basis of the Premillennial FaitiAs this paper has shown, the view wasuroversally
held among Christians during this broad time period.
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The belief in chiliasm is claimed by some to have become cyclically popular
during times of persecution. The early church both experienced persecution and believed,
at least in part, in chiliasm. This assertion of cyclical popularity, in attempting to explain
the high level of acceptance of chiliasm doctrine in the early church, may presume that
difficult times lead believers to yearn for the peace and security that such a belief
promises. If true, it would be consistent with the origination of apocalyptic works which
have historically been popular during troublesome times. These works often contain a
theme of expectation for ultimate triumph of good over evil. As a result, they become a
source of hope for the persecuted. This benefit is offered by both chiliastic doctrines and
apocalyptic literature. However, the real issue is whether scripture teaches chiliasm. If it
does, believers may simply recognize the doctrine more readily while suffering
persecution. And if scripture does teach such a view, then it only makes sense that
modern premillennialists hold some beliefs in common with the early church chiliasts,

whether suffering persecution at the time or not.
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